Immunologic regulation in pregnancy.
Theories to explain the failure of rejection of the fetus by the mother during pregnancy include immunologic privilege of the uterus as a graft site, lack of transplantation antigen expression on the trophoblast, weakening of maternal cellular immunity during pregnancy, and separation of maternal and fetal circulations. Evidence for and against each of these theories is discussed. Local concentration of a variety of hormones, including human chorionic gonadotropin (HCG), sex steroids, alpha-fetoprotein, and immunoglobulins, could provide a blocking mechanism to prevent maternal cellular immune attack. Possibly, progesterone, antibodies, and immune complexes are important in protecting the placenta and ultimately the fetus from rejection. Elucidation of regulatory mechanisms in pregnancy may be applicable to other problems in immunology.